CHAPTER VII

CONTRARY to Gregorys expectations, during the next ten
days over forty cossacks  joined up with Fomin.  They
were the remnants of various small bands which had been
broken up by Soviet forces.  They had lost their leaders
and were wandering aimlessly about the region, and they
gladly served under Fomin.  They were completely uncon-
cerned as to whom they served and whom they killed, so
long as they were able to live their free, nomad life and
plunder all who fell into their hand.  They were a lot of
desperadoes,   and   Fomin   remarked   contemptuously   to *
Gregor as he looked at them     " Well, Melekhov, it's the
riffraff that has joined us, not men.  Gallowsbirds, they look
as though specially picked for the rope ! "  In his heart of
hearts Fomin still regarded himself as a " fighter for the
toiling people," and, though not so frequently as in the
past, he would still say     " We're the liberators of the
cossackry."  He stubbornly refused to abandon the most
absurd of hopes.  He again began to wink at the pillaging
committed by his companions in arms, taking the view
that it was all a necessary evil to which he must be reconciled,
that as time passed he would free himself of the looters,
and that sooner or later he would be a genuine commander
of insurgent forces and not the ataman of a miserable little
band of brigands.
But Chumakov did not hesitate to call all the Fomin
men " brigands/' and argued until he was hoarse, trying to
convince Fomin that he also was nothing but a brigand on a
large scale. When they were alone furious 'arguments
frequently broke out between them.
" I'm an idealistic fighter against the Soviet regime ! "
Fomin would shout, turning livid with anger. " And you
call me the devil knows what ! Do you understand, you
fool, that I'm fighting for an ideal ? "
" Don't  try  to  pull  my  leg ! "   Chumakov  objected,
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